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Colombian President Andres Pastrana met Feb. 27 with US President George W. Bush in
Washington, DC. Bush agreed to increase trade with Colombia, but turned down Pastrana's
invitation to participate in the peace process. Despite increases in both human rights abuses and
coca production, the US again certified Colombia as fully cooperating in the US war on drugs.

Bush turns down invitation to attend peace talks
Pastrana asked Bush to support an agreement to bolster coffee prices that dropped in 1989, largely
as a result of US lobbying for free markets. Colombia is Latin America's second-largest coffee
exporter after Brazil, and its producers have been hard hit by the slump in world prices. Pastrana
argues that to convince poor campesinos not to grow coca they must be given viable alternatives. In
the same vein, Pastrana asked Bush for lower US import duties on Colombian textiles and apparel,
which now provide jobs to 400,000 workers. Latin America's fifth-largest economy grew by 2.8% in
2000, but unemployment is still at 20.5% following a deep recession in 1999.
Both Pastrana and the guerrilla Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) invited Bush
to join the European Union (EU), Mexico, Venezuela, Ecuador, and Chile as observers in the peace
negotiations beginning March 8. "This is the first time these people are willing to open the door
to the presence of the international community [at] the negotiating table," Pastrana told reporters.
"This is an issue that the Colombian people and the Colombian president can deal with," said Bush.
"We'll be glad to help Colombia in any way to make the peace. We'll be glad to help the Colombian
economy through trade. But I won't be present for the discussions."
Following the meeting, a White House spokesperson said, "President Bush pledged his support for
renewal of the Andean Trade Preference Act that came into law in 1991. President Bush said he was
willing to work with the Congress to see if we can enhance it to include other products." Bush will
request about US$400 million in new aid for Colombia in his FY 2002 budget proposal, the official
said.
Critics fault Washington for providing combat helicopters and army trainers under Plan Colombia,
while boycotting negotiations to end the conflict. Ciro Ramirez, president of Pastrana's Partido
Conservador, urged Bush to reconsider. "We hope...the US will change its mind in the coming days
because it would be important to have them as monitors and verifiers of the peace process," he said.
"The message received in Colombia will be that the United States has limitless resources and
political will where military aid is concerned, but is unwilling even to take symbolic action to
support Colombia's peace process," said the Washington-based Center for International Policy
(CIP).
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Colombia certified as "fully cooperating"
On March 1, the Bush administration certified Colombia's cooperation with US anti-drug trafficking
efforts. This came despite State Department reports on increases in coca production and human
rights abuses. State Department figures showed coca production in Colombia rose 11% in 2000,
compared with a 20% increase in 1999. The 13,500-hectare increase more than offset the combined
decrease of 11,500 ha in Peru and Bolivia. In its annual report on human rights in 195 countries,
the State Department criticized the guerrillas for human rights abuses. It said they did most of the
kidnapping in Colombia last year and criticized their use of mortars made of gas cylinders to bomb
small towns.
But the report blamed paramilitaries for most of the increasing number of attacks on civilians. It
accused Colombia's military of turning a blind eye to massacres of civilians and of collaborating
with the paramilitaries. "Members of the security forces collaborated with paramilitary groups that
committed abuses, in some instances allowing such groups to pass through roadblocks, sharing
information or providing them with supplies or ammunition," the report said.
Military leaders have said repeatedly they will not tolerate collaboration between soldiers and
paramilitary groups. "However, security force actions in the field were not always consistent with
the leadership's position," the report said. When the US Congress passed the US$1.3 billion aid
package last year, it required the Clinton administration to certify that Colombia had met a series
of human rights conditions. The administration, however, signed a waiver to allow the flow of
aid to begin. Although some in Colombia saw the drug certification as good news, charges of US
interference and hypocrisy grew.
"The US does not seem to understand that the drug problem affects everyone and prefers to convert
other countries into scapegoats for its problem," said the daily El Tiempo. Former President Ernesto
Samper (1994-1998) said that the US "assumes the right to judge others for their role in the anti-drug
struggle, at the same time that it pardons those implicated in the problem," referring to pardons by
President Bill Clinton before he left office. "The paradox is that the pardon was signed by the same
person who, four years ago, withdrew my visa to enter the US," said Samper.
Mexican Foreign Secretary Jorge Castaneda said the US certification is "irritating, unilateral,
and unjust." He said the process "should be gradually replaced by a balanced, multilateral, and
multifaceted procedure."

Colombia policy goals unclear
So far, Bush is backing a policy that the General Accounting Office (GAO) says will not show results
for years. It could also pull US advisers or combat soldiers into a war that Pastrana concedes is
unwinnable. Bush administration officials say Secretary of State Colin Powell supports not only a
sustained project in Colombia but substantially increased aid to its neighbors to mitigate effects of
Plan Colombia throughout the region.
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"This is very scary," said military-strategy professor Max Manwaring of the US Army War College
at Carlisle, Pennsylvania. "Because of our own internal political problems and fear of regenerating
another Vietnam, we've just concentrated on the drug thing and hoped the other problems would
go away." Although both the Clinton and Bush administrations insist Colombia will not turn
into another Vietnam or El Salvador, the situation already has the dangerous mix of US advisers,
well-armed guerrillas and paramilitary fighters, aerial defoliants, and widespread human rights
violations, as well as unclear objectives.
On March 2, US lawmakers criticized the effectiveness of Plan Colombia. Rep. Benjamin Gilman
(R-NY) called Colombia a "basket case," adding that US policy reflected hopeless confusion on the
role of the police vs. the Colombian army in fighting the drugs war. "This is not a pretty picture
and our nation's policy lacks any clarity that is sadly needed," Gilman told the Government Reform
Committee's subcommittee on criminal justice. "As we learned in Vietnam, that can mean real
trouble."
Rep. Janice Schakowsky (D-IL) said the Colombian military was colluding with paramilitary death
squads and the country was in a "human rights emergency." She criticized the US practice of
contracting work to private companies, which she said raised "important oversight questions as we
get drawn deeper into Colombia's civil war." "Are we outsourcing in order to avoid public scrutiny,
involvement, or embarrassment; is it to hide body bags from the media and thus shield them from
public opinion?" Schakowsky asked.
On Feb. 18, US contract workers employed by DynCorp of Reston, Virginia, came under fire while
helping rescue the crew of a downed Colombian police helicopter during an anti- drug mission,
police and a US official said. The rescue spotlighted the role of US civilians in Colombia. DynCorp
provides rescuers, mechanics, and helicopter and airplane pilots for aerial eradication missions over
coca and poppy fields. Military Professional Resources Inc. (MPRI), of Alexandria, Virginia, has staff
providing general military expertise to Colombia's Defense Ministry.
A DynCorp spokesperson said the firm's contract with the State Department's International
Narcotics and Law Enforcement Bureau forbids making statements to the media. The Pentagon has
forbidden US military trainers from entering combat areas or joining police or military operations
that could result in clashes with guerrillas or paramilitaries. But the restrictions do not apply to the
civilians working for DynCorp, MPRI, or other contractors.
But a US Embassy official in Colombia admitted US personnel regularly come under attack. "Sure
the Americans get shot at," said the official, who spoke on condition of anonymity. "We had 125
bullet impacts on aircraft last year, and I'm sure there were Americans who were flying some of
those aircraft." Called contractors by the US government agencies that hire them and mercenaries
by critics, the civilians are supposed to number no more than 300 at a time. Yet officials are already
saying the ceiling needs to be raised.
"Once this juggernaut starts rolling, it's extremely difficult to put a stopping point on it," said Robert
White, former US Ambassador to El Salvador who heads the CIP. "Once there are a few Americans
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killed, it seems to me that things begin to unravel. And then you can find yourself, indeed, fully
involved."
A strongly critical editorial in La Opinion, the Los Angeles Spanish-language newspaper, on Feb.
18, said Plan Colombia is excellent business for the US. "Through low- intensity wars, whose
postmodern model is Plan Colombia, the US promotes the market for conventional weapons and
for sophisticated armaments, such as Black Hawk helicopters," said the editorial. "It is an excellent
business, which also produces excellent propagandistic dividends and allows the justification of
massive budget allocations to sustain populous though furtive control and security bureaucracies."
"It is understandable that Washington is a reluctant supporter of the peace process....Washington
prefers its own plans for Colombia, whose ineffectiveness in dissuading drug trafficking or
combatting the consumption of drugs is guaranteed," said the editorial.

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 4 of 4

